
Origin and History

Proto-Iroquoian was spoken in the general vicinity ofthe Great

Lakes some 3,500 years ago. Linguistic evidence indicates that

a group of Iroquoian speakers left their homeland about 1500

B.C. and gradually migrated southward, eventually settling in

the southern ranges ofthe Appalachians. The form ofIroquoian

they spoke gradually became modern Cherokee, the only mem-
ber of the Southern Iroquoian sub-family. Iroquoian as spo-

ken by the remaining speakers, who did not migrate south-

ward, is known as Northern Iroquoian, which later gave rise to

six modem daughter languages: Mohawk, Seneca, Cayuga,

Oneida, Onondaga, and Tuscarora.

The Cherokees encountered Euroamerican settlers at an early

period, and by 1800 had adopted many aspects of their cul-

ture. In 1838-39 they were forced to relocate to Indian Terri-

tory, now Oklahoma. Their removal is known as the Trail of

Tears. Because they were forced to take a northerly route dur-

ing the dead of winter, at least one-fourth of the people per-

ished during the march. Several hundred Cherokees resisted

relocation, and hid in remote areas of the Great Smoky Moun-

tains. Their descendants live today near Cherokee and

Robbin^ville, North Carolina.

After the Trail of Tears, an independent Cherokee Nation

was established in Indian Territory, and both Cherokee and

English were employed in conducting official business, and as

languages of education. The Cherokee Nation was soon dev-

astated by the Civil War, however, and the territory of the

Cherokee Nation became part of Oklahoma in 1906, marking

the end of the Cherokee educational system. The loss of their

schools was a severe blow to the Cherokees, who had attained

a higher rate of literacy in Cherokee than the English literacy

rate of the Euroamerican populations of Texas and Arkansas.

Most Cherokee speakers live today in the areas of north-

eastern Oklahoma which once formed part of the Cherokee

Nation, The modem tribal govemment, referred to once again

as the Cherokee Nation (known as the Cherokee Nation ofOkla-

honia from 1906 until recent years), conducts tribal business

on behalf of Cherokees listed on the tribal rolls.
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